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Abstract- This research aims to identify factors that attract consumers to visit Community Pharmacies in Malaysia. Good customer
service, engagement and professionalism provided by staff, sales promotion, environment, and convenience of the pharmacy are the
factors to attract and retain more customers. Alpro Pharmacy is selected for this research study due to its fast expansion of
business/outlets. Also, it is being recognized as the number one prescription pharmacy in Malaysia. A mystery shopper survey was
implied in selected Alpro pharmacy outlets from January to July 2021. A total of 200 mystery shoppers were sent out to all the
outlets and the results obtained were purely based on the rating and percentage from the Likert scale (4 - Agree and 5 - Strongly
Agree). The existing health screen has been found to be the main attracting factor, followed by customer services, an extensive array of
products selection, and rapport-building skills. Intriguingly, staff professionalism and location of the pharmacy had the least impacts on
customers’ satisfaction.

Index Terms- Community Pharmacy, Alpro Pharmacy, No.1 Prescription Pharmacy in Malaysia, Customer Services, Staff
Professionalism.

I. INTRODUCTION

Community Pharmacies in Malaysia are said to be one of the easiest accesses to healthcare professionals for the public. It offers
patients or customers personalised medical advice on a walk-in basis. As of 31% December 2018, the Malaysian Pharmacists Society
(MPS) reported that there were a total of 2889 Community Pharmacies in Malaysia, and the numbers are still growing rapidly [1]. Due
to the Covid-19 pandemic and Movement Control Order (MCO) implemented by the federal government of Malaysia, the walk-in rate,
and the purchasing power of the public on medical products have been increasing. There is an increase in demand for facemasks, face
shields, sanitisers, supplements, and Over the Counter (OTC) products as well as medications. For community pharmacies to grow and
expand their business, attracting and gaining new customers are the main keys to success. Besides that, retaining customers is equally
important too. According to Smith (2005), customer retention creates more value for business due to low operating costs and is less time
consuming compared to gaining new customers [2]. Existing customers may create more word-of-mouth referrals as they have
experienced the services provided by the respective community pharmacy [3].

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

According to Schiffman (2007), consumer behavior is the behavior that customers display in searching, purchasing, using, evaluating,
and disposing of a product or service for personal needs [4]. Thus, for businesses in the community pharmacies to grow and expand,
proper communication and building strong customer relationships are essential to identify and fulfil customers’ needs. Good customer
services, professionalisms, sales promotion, environment, and location of the pharmacy are the few main strategies to get a steady stream
of the customer.

A. Customer Services and Engagement

Customer service is an essential retailer activity that can increase the value received by the consumers [5]. In Community Pharmacy,
pharmacists are the customer service representatives who have direct contact with the customers. The customers' perceptions of the
whole pharmacy and the product are shaped in part by their experience and satisfaction communication with the staff [6]. According to
Wreden (2004), professional customer service should include attention, smile, enthusiasm, courteous words, warmth, patience,
understanding, sincerity, consideration, and appreciation [7]. Customer service in Community Pharmacy must be tailored to meet
customers’ expectations and ensure their satisfaction [8]. Many studies regarding service business, customer relationship management,
and retail marketing have been focusing on customer engagement. Customer engagement is the intensity of an individual’s participation
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in and connection with an organization’s offerings or organizational activities, which either the customer or the organization initiates
[9]. Although it takes effort and time to develop a customer service plan, but it may build a positive word of mouth and indirectly
retaining the customers.

B. Staff Professionalism

Professionalism reflects a staff’s image, attitude and communication towards a customer and their colleague in a work environment
Being professional is essential as it ensures a positive first impression. In the healthcare industry, especially in pharmacies,
professionalism is gaining increasing attention [10]. Pharmacies are one of the primary healthcare services providers by providing advice
or counselling about health and medications to the patients, thus the pharmacy staff including the pharmacists, nutritionists, dietitians,
and health advisors must be professional [11]. Professionalism is not only based on the staff's behavior, but also reflects the professional
competence of a physician [12]. The professionalism displays on the staff will indirectly improve the relationships with customers,
increase customer retention as well as increase the sales for the pharmacy [13].

C. Sales Promotion

In marketing, sales promotion is defined as a collection of incentive tools designed to stimulate the quicker or greater purchase of a
particular product or service by customers in a limited time [14]. According to Aashish (2021), sales promotion is a part of the marketing
mix where short-term customer-oriented strategies are employed to stimulate the demand for the products by increasing their
attractiveness [15]. It is also a marketing technique that is used to entice customers to purchase a product that typically lasts for a set
period and is used to achieve a specific purpose, such as increasing market share or unveiling a new product [16]. Sales promotions
are effective at achieving a quick boost in sales of the pharmacy and introduce customers to new products [17]. The medicine price is
also one of the factors affecting repeated purchases and customer loyalty in different countries [18]. Customers may compare the prices
among different companies to find the best deals. Former Health Minister, Datuk Seri Dr. Dzulkefly bin Ahmad, has proposed the
controlling on medicine prices, even though general practitioners, pharmacists, private hospitals, and both local and multinational
pharmaceutical companies have opposed legislated drug price ceilings [19]. Hence, a more comprehensive discussion is needed to come
to a unanimous agreement.

D. Environment and Convenience

The environment and the convenience of a Community Pharmacy are some of the attractive factors for people to visit a community
pharmacy. The physical environment of a store is referring to the tangible, or material, objects, and conditions that surround a business
[20]. It is one of the most important factors that affect customers’ store selection, as it has a positive effect on customers’ purchasing
attitudes and their commitment [21]. Convenience is mentioned as the factor attracting consumers to shop in the physical shop.
Convenience is seen from the shoppers’ perspective as their preferred shopping outlets are based on the operation hour and the travelling
time [22]. In other words, convenience not only saves time, but also reduces the stress, cost, and other expenditures of a consumer which
is an instrumental attribute in pharmacy retail success since convenience dimensions have significant importance in retailing and play
an important role in customer store choice [23].

1. METHODS

The study was conducted in Community Pharmacy outlets across Malaysia. Alpro Pharmacy was selected for this research study due to
its fast-expanding and growing business. Alpro Pharmacy is now rooted at more than 135 locations across Malaysia and is being
recognized as the number one prescription pharmacy chain in Malaysia [24]. The research was carried out from 1%t Jan to 31%t July 2021
in which a total of 200 mysterious shoppers was recruited online for this research. Each mystery shopper will receive a reward of RM50
cash in return once they have submitted their mystery shopper report. According to Finn (2001), a mystery shopper is seen as one of the
most efficient instruments to gain in-depth knowledge of the customer’s perception and the feeling of the services delivered by a seller
[25].

Observation on the pharmacists and staff’s behavior, the time spent for waiting, outlet interior & atmosphere, appearance and the tidiness
of the pharmacy and other features which can influence the success of the selling transaction was conducted during the mystery shopper
visit [26]. The population of this research consists of mystery shoppers who made the purchase decision from the pharmacies for
themselves or on behalf of their family members. According to the National Health and Morbidity Survey 2019, a family in Malaysia is
reported to spend approximately 5.1% from their total household monthly expenditure on healthcare products [27]. This is said to be
increase by the following year as the spike of the Covid-19 cases in Malaysia. Public spend more in purchasing facemask, sanitizer or
even a self-test Covid-19 test kit.

Six main survey questions were asked in the mystery shopper form by using a 5-Point Likert Scale. A 5-Point Likert Scale is a type
of psychometric response scale in which responders specify their level of agreement to a statement typically in five points: (1)
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Strongly disagree; (2) Disagree; (3) Neither agree nor disagree; (4) Agree; (5) Strongly agree [28]. Each response was assigned with
a point value, and an individual’s score was determined by adding up the point values of all the statements [29]. The mysterious shoppers
were required to record their observations in a form of paper prepared specifically for this research purpose. A Likert rating scale
measurement can be a useful and reliable instrument for measuring self-efficacy [30].

A total of 200 copies of the mystery survey form were returned and the response rate was 100 percent. Table 1 showed the details

of the 200-mystery shoppers which included their age, gender, marital status, monthly income, the state of Alpro Pharmacy
was visited, and the types of products bought.

TABLE 1: Details of Mystery Shoppers

Variable Category Counts | Percentage (%) Variable Category Counts Per((::)a/:)tage
<30 53 26.50 <RM1500 56 28.00
Age 31-40 72 36.00 Monthly Income RM1501 - RM2500 88 44.00
41-50 75 37.50 >RM2501 56 28.00
Total 200 100.00 Total 200 100.00
Males 91 45.50 Negeri Sembilan 66 33.00
Gender
Females 109 54.50 Kuala Lumpur 18 9.00
Total 200 100.00 Selangor 15 7.50
Single 55 27.50 Pahang 16 8.00
Marital Status Married 104 52.00 Terengganu 14 7.00
Others 41 20.50 Johor 10 5.00
State of Alpro
Total 200 100.00 Pharmacy visited Melaka 19 9.50
oTC 44 22.00 Penang 15 7.50
Homecare 32 16.00 Kelantan 10 5.00
Types of products
products bought Supplement 56 28.00 Kedah 2 1.00
Personal care 19 9.50 Perak 3 1.50
Prescribed
medicine 49 24.50 Sarawak (EM) 12 6.00
Total 200 100.00 Total 200 100.00

IV. ANALYSE FINDINGS

Six main survey questions were asked in the mystery shopper research form by using a 5-Point Likert Scale rating. All results are
shown below (Figure 1 to 6). Most of the mystery shoppers were female with income from RM1501 to RM2500 and age around
41 — 50 years old. The study was carried out in 12 different states in Malaysia. There is only one outlet located in Perak and
Kelantan respectively, therefore the results received from the two states was the lowest among others. Lastly, different type of
products was purchased during the visit varies between 5 categories. During this Covid-19 pandemic, we could see that most
of the products bought were health supplements and prescribed medicine, followed by OTC products, Homecare products
which included wheelchair, and lastly personal care products.

A. Customer Service and Information Given by Alpro Pharmacy is Better Compared to Others,

Customer service is the support and professional advice offered by the company to the customers in making choices for cost-effective
and useful products [31]. Good customer service by meeting customer’s expectations is essential to help the pharmacy to stay
competitive. Alpro Pharmacy has designated its priority to provide excellent customer service and attend to all customers’ needs.
According to research carried out in Malaysia, the most common requests made by customers in the community pharmacy were
medications via their brand names [32]. However, there were only a few prescriptions received by the pharmacies. Also, research carried
out by Okai et.al shows that more than 50% of the residents will seek for treatments in community pharmacies for minor ailments [33].
However, some of the medications need a doctor’s prescription for dispensing. To be more comprehensive, Alpro Pharmacy has a
collaboration with Doc2Us to provide a one-to-one teleconsultation with the professional doctors before dispensing the medications fall
under group B. The main key features of good customer service in the pharmacy are not just about the knowledge and skills of the staff
but also include patience, respect, engage and communication skills [34]. From the survey, we can clearly see that the team has been
equipped with up-to-date knowledge and proper training to satisfy all customer’s enquiries as 81.5% (Figure 1) of the mystery shoppers
agreed that the level of customer service and information given by Alpro Pharmacy is better.
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Figure 1: Customer service and information given by Alpro Pharmacy is better compared to others.

B. Alpro Pharmacy Staff Is Professional and Rapport Building Skills of Staff is Trustworthy.

Professionalism is the skills and qualities that are expected to show in a person in his working field which is fundamental in operating
a business. In Community Pharmacy, professionalism includes behaviors, attitudes, attires, and professional knowledge [34]. A
professional staff should acquire the skills of addressing the customers’ concerns and needs, giving suggestions, and assisting them to
decide on the most suitable plan [35]. Although strong sales and management skills are crucial in pharmacy operation, providing
professional services and building rapport with the customers may result in positive reviews and more customer retention. All the staffs
in Alpro Pharmacy, including sales assistants, pharmacist assistants, nutritionists, and pharmacists are believed to equip with the skills
via staff training or product training. In this study, we assessed the quality of service, counselling, and professional knowledge given by
the staff. More than half of the mystery shoppers claimed that they were greeted by the staff with welcoming smiles. While serving the
customers, the staffs also respond in a calm and courteous matter. They feel comfortable during the conversation. This interaction
indirectly builds the rapport between the staff and the customers, and thus, creates a feeling of trust in the Alpro Pharmacy. As a result,
76% (Figure 2) of the mystery shoppers agreed that the Alpro Pharmacy staffs were professional during purchase and after-sales
consultation. Additionally, 76.50% (Figure 3) of them recognize the rapport-building skills of the Alpro Pharmacy staff. They claimed
that the Alpro Pharmacy is a trustworthy Community Pharmacy that they will seek for professional help.
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Figure 2: Alpro Pharmacy staffis professional during purchase & after sales consultation.
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Figure 3: Rapportbuilding skills of Alpro Pharmacy’s staff and being trustworthy.

C. Availability of Health Screenings in Alpro Pharmacy

Health screening is one of the crucial measures to discover an illness or health condition earlier, even if no symptoms or any indicators
of the disease have appeared. Also, health screening should be the top priority for everyone to promote good health [36]. Hence, there
are some benefits of health screening, for instance, people with a family history of cardiovascular disease, stroke, or diabetes can benefit
from health screening due to its ability to help those family members prevent disease and receive appropriate treatment at the meant
time. Besides that, aging is an important risk factor for a wide range of life-altering diseases. Early detection and the right treatment may
provide the body with the best defense against these diseases which improve the quality of life. Therefore, with the vision encouraged
by Alpro Pharmacy “for a healthy and vibrant world”, Alpro Pharmacy provides free high blood pressure tests in all the outlets [37]. To
provide the best service to the community, all employees in Alpro Pharmacy receive instruction and medical training on how to operate
the medical equipment, interpret the results, and follow the protocols in performing health screening and medication management tests.
Thus, it gives confidence to the community and became one of the preferred pharmacies chosen by consumers compared to other
pharmacies. Despite the pandemic period, Alpro pharmacy still provides health screening services to the community. This showed that
the pharmacy holds to its responsibilities towards everyone during this difficult time. This statement was eventually agreed upon by
84% (Figure 4) of mystery shoppers.
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Figure 4: Availability of Health Screenings in Alpro Pharmacy.

D. Extensive Array of Products and Having the Latest Products to Recommend and Share with Customer

The success of product marketing in any company or aspect, large or small, very much depending on the availability of a diverse range
of items [38]. Therefore, it is important to have a wide range of products in pharmacy. This is because having a diverse product line
enhances the likelihood of satisfying more clients while also increasing productivity [39]. Besides that, the products that are shared and
introduced are carefully chosen so that retail employees can provide a broad variety of knowledge about what is available in the
pharmacy and provide it to clients. On the other hand, those promotions and updated news are available not just in the pharmacy but
also available online. Hence, consumers can get the promotion with just a visit to the Alpro Pharmacy website, and a variety of products
also available with just one click away [40]. Moreover, retail skills training is also provided to Alpro Pharmacy employees. Selling of
products or services come up with giving accurate information to the customers are essential because, with the skillful service, the staff
is better able to service customers eventually built confident towards customers and make Alpro Pharmacy becomes the first choice of
pharmacy service when necessary. Meanwhile, to ensure all the staffs are up to date to the latest promotion available for instance
Member’s Days or Warehouse sales and latest products knowledge, morning briefing is given before business hours. This statement is
agreed with 79% (Figure 5) of the mystery shopper.
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Figure 5: Extensive array of products and having the latest products to recommend and share with
customer.

E. Location and Environment in Alpro Pharmacy

It is critical to consider the location and internal environment of Alpro pharmacy outlets to ensure the commercial success of business
in the long run. Under the leadership and vision of the Alpro Management team alongside strong support from retail staff, Alpro
Pharmacy has successfully grown to a popular pharmacy chain household name with more than 135 outlets throughout Malaysia [24].
Furthermore, in the year 2020, Alpro Pharmacy has aggressively opened more than 20 new outlets, thus achieving solid revenue growth
of more than 300% in comparison to the year 2019 [24]. Alpro Pharmacy needs to identify the key factors such as population density
within the neighborhood, convenience, and accessibility for customers, nearby external businesses that draws community within the
area to complement Alpro pharmacy business [41]. The internal factors that provide a pleasant and comfortable shopping experience
for customers also play an important role. Environmental factors engaging shoppers’ senses of sight, hear, smell, taste, and touch can
help to motivate shoppers in their decision making to purchase [41]. For instance, Alpro Pharmacy engages the use of free products
sampling, visual and promotional aids, indoor music, air fresheners at every outlet to maximize the overall shopping experience. This
statement was agreed upon by 76% (Figure 6) of the mystery shoppers.

Strongly

Disagree Agree

K° -30% \ 1.00% . 22.50% | 29.00% . 47.00%)

Strongly Disagree Neutral \ Agree

2 3 4 5 >

Figure 6: Location and Environment at Alpro Pharmacy.
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V. CONCLUSION

Good customer services, engagement and professionalism provided by staff, sales promotion, environment, and convenience of the
pharmacy are said to be the factors that attract customers to visit Community Pharmacy in Malaysia. Figure 7 above showed a conclusion
of the research that the availability of health screening in Alpro Pharmacy was the main factor that attract customers to visit the
pharmacy. This is followed by customer services, an extensive array of selection of products, and rapport-building skills. Staff
professionalism and location of the pharmacy have the least impact on customers’ decisions. Through customer satisfaction and loyal
feedbacks from the study, the managing level of a business can ensure a way of knowing what the customer thinks about their service
and what needs to be Kaizen to gain positive customer satisfaction. Kaizen, a Japanese term that defines “change for the better” or
“continuous improvement" is a business philosophy regarding the processes that continuously improve operations that involve all
employees by making the working environment more efficient [42]. With all these positive attitudes and behavior, building a healthy
and vibrant world is just one step away.

FACTORS ATTRACTING CONSUMERS TO VISIT

L .
ALPRO PHARMACY Legend: Attracting Factors

Lty 84 1 The level of customer service and information given by
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Figure 7: Factors attract consumers to visit Alpro Pharmacy.
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